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M o m ’ s L at e -N i g h t C a ll s
Cameron Ferguson

My mother would always make sure my four brothers and I were
tucked in and asleep before making her late-night phone calls. We slept in a
modest bed, no bigger than a cheap blow-up mattress, and the springs poked
out at the bottom, which brought about my mom’s tucking-in process. She’d
have my brothers and I lay flat on the mattress, and then she’d proceed to toss
this massive knitted quilt over the entirety of the mattress, enveloping us in the
process. One by one, we’d poke our heads out, and she’d give us each a kiss on
the cheek. Then, she bundled up any blanket that flowed over the side or bottom of the mattress and would cram it under our feet. Assurances of “There’ll
be hell to pay,” and “I’ll beat yo ass,” ensured my brothers and I stayed cocooned in our blankets. However, one night, when I was nearing the age of ten
and growing bolder, she strayed from her normal routine of rechecking that her
youngsters were sleeping and, immediately after tucking us in, stomped off to
the kitchen to phone her confidant for the night.
I listened for the abhorrently loud thunk the dial on our old rotary
phone made after clicking into place for the last time and shimmied out from
under the covers, taking special care not to wake any of my brothers. As I
pressed my feet onto the cold, hardwood floor, I exhaled a crisp stream of air,
and turned towards the bedroom door. Tiptoeing with arms fully outstretched,
I patted my way across the bedroom to the door. I grasped the doorknob with

both hands and slowly peeled open the door, shuddering with every creak and
moan the door made. Soon I would know what my brothers and I had always
wondered: What did mother’s late-night phone calls consist of?
I secured the door behind me, dropped to all fours and crawled toward
the kitchen, using the adjacent wall as a shield from my mother’s eyes. As I
edged toward the end of the wall my mother came into view, and she looked
unhappy. Her hair was bound in curlers and she donned a fuchsia robe that
swayed back and forth as she paced from one side of the kitchen to the other,
her non-phone hand holding the bulky rotary phone base and balancing a lit
cigarette on top of the base. Whenever my mother passed the kitchen table
she’d stop for a moment, set the phone base down, take a long drag of her cigarette, and, then continue pacing. I had seen her angry before, and the one thing
that had always stood out to me was the vibrant, fiery red that would overtake
her dark brown face. I’d seen mothers, of my friends or cousins, fueled with
a similar anger, but never would I see that same red face. Whenever anyone
asked why she got so red, she would reference the “quarter of Indian blood”
running through her veins. Whatever the cause behind this trait, it had one very
simple effect on me and my brothers - it scared the living shit out of us.
Still, hiding behind the wall, I reconsidered going forth with my act of
espionage. If I were caught, the resulting ass-whooping would be hellacious.
If my mother saw me, I would try to run, but she would catch me. She would
have me pick a stick from outside, or even worse, go for her studded belt, and
then, she would bend me over her knee, in front of my brothers, and tear my
ass up. I pushed this horrific image from my brain. When I went back and told
my brothers about what I found out that night, there would be no topping it.
Any impressive thing one of my brothers tried to brag about would be immediately less impressive because I had done this, and I wanted that.
I stood up, pressing my body flat against the wall, and inched my way
right to the very end of the hallway. The conversation was just getting past
Soul Train banter, probably a ploy to try and cheer up my mom, when my

mother pulled a chair out from the table and plopped into it.
“The job’s good, pays better than the factory,” she said, feigning enthusiasm. “And all I do is take and make calls, and you know I don’t mind
that,” she chuckled. There was a softness to her voice that I only recalled her
using after me or my brothers scraped a knee or lost a big baseball game. “It’s
just hard, ya know?”
I nodded my head, as if she were talking to me.
“I do my best with the boys. I work my ass off to take care of them,
but it’s not enough, and how Johnny’s stupid ass found that loophole, or whatever the fuck he’s been calling it, to only send us fifty dollars a month is downright wrong. I’ve got five of his damn kids sleeping on a piece of shit mattress
on the floor, and that bastard can only send us fifty dollars a month!?”
Tears began to form in both of our eyes.
The caller on the other line mumbled something.
“I’ve been praying, damn it” my mother responded violently, at first
loudly, then quickly back to a lower tone of voice. Hurriedly, she placed the
phone first
handle on her shoulder, grabbed the ashtray from the center of the table, ashed
her cigarette, and took a deep pull before lifting the phone handle back to her
ear.
Tears were now visibly rippling down her red cheeks.
“I don’t know what I’m going to do. The electric bill is past due and
they’reshutting the lights off tomorrow.” I stepped back.
I didn’t want to listen anymore.
I tiptoed back to my room. I opened my door with the same caution I
had used to open it. I patted my way to my side of the bed, and I wiggled back
into my spot.
I cried.
“Are you okay?” my oldest brother, Curtis, turned over and asked.
“Yeah, I’m alright,” I replied, sniffling. I turned away. I didn’t tell him about

mom’s phone call.

